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Abstract 
The academic literature concerned with consumerism and overconsumption society is mainly dominated either by the principles 
of free choice under a capitalist economy or by the more humanistic language of consumer culture. Both perspectives bring to the 
table interesting arguments but there are so polarized that the final image of the discourse is still confuse and inconclusive. 
The purpose of this paper is to define a behavioral approach of the consumption society that aims to surpass the existing 
framework of consumerism and to decompose the phenomena departing from the bounded rationality of individuals and the way 
it is transferred into their consumption patterns.  
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1. Introduction 
For a very long period of time, economics simply ignored the area of consumption as a distinctive subject of 
study, focusing almost entirely on production and efficiency strategies at a micro level and on growth and 
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development from a macro perspective. This type of status quo in the research agenda was maintained even if in the 
last decades many social and humanistic disciplines (sociology, anthropology, psychology, history, philosophy or 
literature) have expressed a vivid interest and profound contribution in promoting consumption as an 
interdisciplinary topic. Economics has restricted its manifestations towards consumption to the marketing area, area 
that studies indeed, among others, consumer behavior, but with a clear orientation on the consumer as an object of 
interest for the producers and not as an object of interest for itself, as an economic agent with other functions that the 
primary force for spending money. 
McCraken (1987) underlines this situation by pointing out the inexistence of an economical history of 
consumption, of a community of dedicated economists and not last of a research tradition. Juliet Schor (2002) 
further develops the argument in showing how the economic research objectives are limited to the income fractions 
that are consumed and their temporal dynamics, being very far from aspects related to consumption and social 
inequality, the impact of marketing towards the collective consumer behavior etc.  
The behavioral revolution started a few decades ago, through the pioneer work of Herbert Simon and George 
Katona, and it is centered on the contestable characteristics of homo economics - unbounded rationality, unbounded 
willpower and unbounded selfishness  and the incomplete picture offered by this positivist neoclassical model. In 
our opinion, this ongoing investigation aiming to bring more plausible foundations to economic analysis can be 
naturally extended to study the traits of one particular category  the consumer, and the main coordinates of his 
activity  
ex individual (Firat, Dholakia and 
Venkatesh, 1995), individual that is exponential in making a strong case of comparison between normative 
traditional economic theory and real life decisions. Just to give an example, the famous happiness study of Richard 
Easterlin (1974) has proved that rise of incomes during the last 30-40 years in the US did not determined a 
proportional increase of happiness at the level of the society. Under this time frame, consumption society appears to 
be more and more connected with exposing, indirectly and unintentionally, the different decisional mechanisms used 
by individuals. 
Our inquiry is based on reviewing the emergent body of behavioral economics research, both theoretical and 
experimental, that explores anomalies and deviations from the standard economic model. The point we will 
emphasize is that these aspects represents nothing else than the daily manifestations of our current society: 
overconsumption, under-savings, procrastination, lack of self-control, loss aversion and so on.  The current trends in 
underlined in behavioral terms: sub-optimal consumption decisions (inter-temporal choice, social pressures, 
cognitive heuristics), disorders (mental and physical) generated by consumption (compulsive consumption, 
addictions), macro-social problems (poverty, health, security, sustainability, educations) and materialism. Therefore, 
even if these specific attitudes and behaviors were present since long time ago, active or latent, the consumption 
society has acted as a trigger for their current plenary expression and global dissemination.  
The paper has two main parts: the first section is concerned with mapping the current research on consumption 
and consumerism from multiple points of view and disciplines, while the second section fills the context with 
behavioral economics elements related to contemporary phenomena describing the overconsumption society. The 
concluding section sets up further lines of expanding this current theoretical research. 
 
2. Multidisciplinary approaches on consumption and consumerism 
Despite the existence of such a multidisciplinary framework for understanding consumption, the science of 
economics has chosen the unique path promoted by the neoclassic perspective: that of a simple and rational 
consumer, preoccupied only by the maximization of his utility. 
The standard economic discourse portrays consumption as a simple process, with a clear structure, aiming at 
satisfying well defined needs, infinite in number and placed completely outside the economic system. In 
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choices. The lack of a common opinion around a comprehensive definition of the central concept of human needs 
(Huitt, 2007) is one of the points that allow the perpetuation of a series of confuse hypothesis, easily to be 
interpreted in divergent ways. In general, on the one hand we h
ascending completion of needs, from low to superior ones, and on the other hand, there is a diverse spectrum of 
emerging theories, stating interdependence and complementarities as key features in the process of satisfying needs 
(Max-Neef, 1991). These not strong enough theoretical points of view are not of much help when individuals are 
confronted with a never-ending sense that they always should want more: How to reach an agreement between 
getting more and wanting less? How to monitor the almost invisible transformation of wants into needs just through 
our own perceptions and representations (and not necessarily through the change of the environment)? How to cope 
with the feeling of never obtaining enough of something that we realize that we do not really need? 
Usually, economists are keeping themselves very far of this type of question and they make appeal only to the 
correlations between needs and prices, incomes, individual preferences and tastes. In an extreme version, called 
asocial individualism (Ackerman, 1997), even the last subjective aspects are eliminated and the paradigm is 
strengthen by the insatiability of needs premises and the continuous orientation of consumers towards products. 
The revealed preference theory (Samuelson, 1948) goes one step further and liberates microeconomics of the 
subtle difference between preferences and choices, resuming itself to observable actions, on the convenient ground 
correlative to Desire or Want. It has been already argued that 
desires cannot be measured directly, but only indirectly, by the outward phenomena to which they give rise: and that 
in those cases with which economics is chiefly concerned the measure is found in the price which a person is willing 
 
The good news is that what it is hidden and embedded in the social environment, so graciously ignored by 
economics, still can, and it is, be exposed by the other means, specifically those employed by the sociology of 
consumption.  Here we can find an array of explanations for the social and symbolic senses of consumption, as well 
as for the phenomena of McDonaldization (Ritzer, 2003) and/or Disneyzation (Bryman, 1999) of the society in 
terms of changing social structures, habits and attitudes. The classical descriptions formulated by Baudrillard (1970) 
are offering a vision of a consumption process as a communication and exchange system, a system having its own 
ideological values and social functions. The perspective of Pierre Bourdieu recalibrates the entire field, focusing on 
the concept of habitus  the way it is structured the perception of the social world through tastes.  
The invading mechanism of consumerism is suggestively illustrated in a story told by the philosopher Diderot. 
He mentions an episode when he had received as a gift a new red dressing gown, which changed the chromatic 
reference point in his office, making all the other objects to appear quite pale and monotonous. In face of this new 
information, Diderot has taken action and has started to replace all the elements that did not fit the new addition, 
from changing the desk to changing the curtains, of course in the tone of the red dressing gown. The final result was 
represented by a very different office that has managed to provide only a powerful feeling of discomfort and non-
satisfaction.  
Leaving aside the particular situation we can easily identify the effect of the red gown in the contemporary 
consumption society: only one object can transform in a radical way the perceived value of our other possessions, 
generating a recurrent buying mechanism where each new purchase has the potential of a red gown. Even more 
alarming is the fact that the movements of consumers are only possible in one direction, the consumption one, 
without any possibility of returning to the initial situation or maybe just reflecting in between two consumption 
moments. This leaves behind only powerful regrets and discomfort feelings that often serve as new motivations.  
Testing even more the elasticity of consumption, we reach a deeper layer, the psychological one, exposing the 
category of conceptual consumption. This a form of psychological consumption which can appear independently of 
the physical consumption, and even surpass its intensity in the sense of trading off utility resulted from physical 
consumption in order to gain utility form conceptual consumption (Ariely & Norton, 2009). The authors discuss four 
such categories of consumption, dominated by a central element: expectations, objectives, fluency and fitness. This 
type of consumption becomes very relevant when its explicative power enlightens consumption behaviors 
considered sub-optimal, according to the maximizing utility criteria. For example, the manner in which the 
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expectations over the value of an object influence significantly the final consumption experience is a hypothesis 
confirmed by many experimental studies (pointing out also to the power of the placebo effect). 
At the intersection of these two variables confining internal and external stimuli, the paradox of choice, 
formulated by Barry Schwartz (2004), brings a new understanding to the concept of liberty expressed through the 
multitude of choices and consumption alternatives provided by the developed societies (and more recently by those 
societies aiming to copy the behavior of the developed ones, but mostly in terms of the offers and not of the national 
production behind it). The core idea states that this paradigm of infinite choices and possibilities generates a mental 
pattern  maximization (A maximizer seeks to achieve the best and expects to meet to these very high standards.)  
which at the end manages to diminish our life satisfaction. The infamous linkage that makes the sad conclusion 
possible is the association between the maximization of welfare and the maximization of liberties. Such beautiful 
couple is hard to contest, especially taking into account that liberty is a concept of an extreme desirability, both 
historically and philosophically. Of course, not the idea of liberty is out of order in this picture but the ways to 
achieve it that are promoted by the consumption society. The maximization of individual choices happens not only 
in the case of consumption goods offered by malls and hypermarkets but also in other areas of our life: personal 
identity (or the fashionable way to say it  personal branding), social structures, work environments, health systems 
(health consumerism and consumer autonomy) etc. Even if media presents only positive aspects of such a life (a sort 
of tabula rasa paradigm), Schwartz underlines two important downsides: a state of paralysis when confronted with 
too many choices (for example the decrease of investments rates in the mutual funds of retirement, given the 
increased number of options) and a decrease of satisfaction, as a function of existent options (this equivalents with a 
multiplicative state of regret, the other side of classical opportunity costs). To this we can add the exponential 
growth of expectations and self-blaming feelings, giving birth to the unhappy paradoxical landscape of 
consumerism, situated on an ideology with a liberating label. 
Not last, a very pragmatic view on consumption is the ecological one, pointing out to the limits of our natural 
environment confronted with the exacerbated process of economic growth. Global warming, overpopulation, 
decrease of natural resource or pollution are only few of the negative consequences of excessive consumption and 
production. There are specialists that considered this type of growth in itself to be non-economical (Daly, 1999) 
taking into account the aggregation of cost and benefits on a long term. The most pessimistic scenarios postulate that 
the capacity of our planet will be surpassed quite soon if the current consumption patterns from developed countries 
will be replicated by the emerging countries (Heiskanen and Pantzar, 1997). 
Gabriel and Lang (2006) have pointed out the fact that each discipline has analyzed some features of 
consumption, departing from a specific face of the consumer: decision-maker, explorer, identity-seeker, hedonist, 
artist, victim, rebel, activist and citizen. The overconsumption society has extremely accentuated the hedonist traits, 
consumption patterns as well as in individual structures. 
 
3. Behavioral insights on the overconsumption society 
me there was a Man who lived in Scarcity. After many adventures and a long journey through 
 
The words of Baudrillard suggestively describe the key elements that combine to form the existing consumption 
society: needs, affluence and economics. The complexity of this social structure is hard to be captured into a simple 
definition but most such attempts underline as main aspiration the possession and use of an increasing variety of 
goods and services (Ekins, 1991). In other words, individual identity becomes intrinsically linked to consumption 
acts, along with self-esteem and social prestige. 
From a rational point of view, this formula for constructing value, both commercial and human, definitely lacks 
internal coherence and illustrates instead the existence of the bounded rationality attribute, expressed over and over 
again by consumers in their buying decisions. This understanding of rationality, developed by Herbert Simon (1978) 
has at its basis observations related to the impossibility of retrieving, accessing and processing all the existing 
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information, along with the time constraints imposed to each decision. Simon uses the metaphor of a scissors to 
further explain his idea: one part of the scissors is represented by the cognitive limitations while the other part is 
constituted by the structure of the environment; to resume oneself to the study of only one side of the scissor results 
in an inability of cutting. Thus, the models of bounded rationality describe how decisions or judgments are made, 
taking into consideration cognitive heuristics and different proximal mechanisms of adjustment. What it is very 
important is the fact that bounded rationality does represent neither optimality nor irrationality, and it is not an 
inferior form of rationality. The theory behind it aims at rethinking certain rules and norms, by studying the real 
behavior of individuals and institutions. 
In this sense, a first acknowledgement to be made is that Homo Consumericus is fundamentally different from 
Homo Economicus. Among many others, the difference resides from the fact that this new consumer does not search 
that much the possession of goods but the multiplications of experiences, emotions and sensations, opening the 
behavioral black box of anomalies and deviations from the normative postulates of rational choice. This leads to a 
general desire to have, and more specifically to have always something new, and not necessarily to concrete desires. 
touch responsible for feelings of non-satisfaction, anxiety or regret, amplified by the permanent awareness of all the 
potential things the individuals could have. 
Surpassing the existing stage of just portraying the effects of consumerism, mostly negative ones, we find the 
concepts and theories of behavioral economics, shading light on why things are functioning in this way. The main 
instrument stating to capture individual satisfaction and well-being is the abstract idea of utility functions. However, 
very often utility was criticized for being a circular concept: "Utility is the quality in commodities that makes 
individuals want to buy them, and the fact that individuals want to buy commodities shows that they have utility" 
(Robinson 1962: 48). Behavioral economics makes this paradigm more flexible by acknowledging different types of 
utility: decisional, experienced, anticipatory, residual and diagnostic utility (Wilkinson, 2008). The last one is 
exponential for explaining the satisfaction gained from a buying/consumption process in the consumer society, 
through its signalling function of a specific attribute or trait of the individual. Thus, it is not only about experienced 
utility as an internal sense of satisfaction but as tool of extending and expanding the satisfaction with the help of 
others perceptions. 
In the same line of appreciating the utility of a specific consumption, there are many proofs illustrating that not 
only the current consumption is important but mostly the reference point (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979) to which 
we compare it. This reference level may be equally related to our previous consumption or to our expectations for 
future consumption, as well as the same elements but applied to other people: our colleagues, our neighbors or just 
our social group. Identifying a clear reference point is a very hard task but in the same time it is an ambiguity that 
acts as a main trigger for maintaining the fast consumption pace. In a paradoxical approach, Bauman (2007) argues 
that avoiding satisfaction is what makes the consumption society to keep going, even if the message promoted is 
exactly the increase individual satisfaction. This spiral without a terminus point is better understood in the context of 
our adaptation mechanism and the hedonic treadmill (Ariely, 2011): the enthusiasm, joy or happiness fade away 
quite quickly after purchasing a certain good because we are rapidly adapting to the new state of things. The results 
are confirmed by physiological experiments but there are also other alternative explanations. Kahneman (2000) 
proposes a new cycle, named the satisfaction treadmill, which involves an aspiration effect. This basically express 
how current utility is influenced by the level of individual aspirations: if these aspirations are increasing, considering 
unchanged other variables, the value of utility becomes smaller. 
Chartrand and Fitzsimons (2010) speak about an unconscious consumer to indicate the influence on consumer 
behavior of the factors and processes situated outside the conscious awareness of the individual. Naturally, the most 
frequent scenarios are those characterized by a partial, middle-level, of awareness, which actually may be sometimes 
more dangerous than the total lack of awareness, because it offers to the individual a certain illusion of being in 
control, understood as total control. Nonetheless, on the objective side of research, this view is of extreme 
significance because it is a proof of the omnipresent role of non-conscious elements in the study of consumer 
behavior. The overconsumption society plays a tremendous part in amplifying the intensity of such variables and in 
stripping off the individual of its rational protection: manipulation through different types of priming techniques, 
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framing effects, decoys and other strategies. The studies of Kathleen Vohs and her colleagues (2006) provide the 
empirical support for claiming the existence of general priming on money at the level of the contemporary society. 
The effects found are linking this priming to the individual attitudes and behaviors: the quasi-permanent idea, 
associations, representations of money in the mind of the people (both conscious and unconscious, but in the sense 
of their functions and not of their physical manifestations like possessions or properties) generates an increased 
degree of self-sufficiency, selfishness, independence, perseverance in the search of optimal solutions (thus in the 
search of the holy grail which is in this case the ideal economic agent). In other words, this is the mechanism that 
contributes in modelling the shape of consumerist individualism and market relations, in a clear philosophical 
antagonism with social norms, family connections, friendship or altruism. 
4. Conclusions and further research 
The numerous experimental and theoretical studies from cognitive, social and neuronal sciences expose new and 
complex challenges for the standard model of homo economicus within the framework of consumption and 
overconsumption society. 
Analyzing the cyclical puzzle of needs, desires and consumption decisions, the questions that keeps appearing is 
if the forces of the market really have the capacity to reach the point when supply could actually satisfy demand. 
One type of response is the hedonist solution that insists to solve the problem with the consumerism program and its 
code encrypted on an infinite repeated mood. The other extreme reaction is the less liked stoic approach, proposing a 
decrease of a demand to a level that would force an adaptation of the supply. As we have argued along the article 
this move is far from being implemented with the rational help of equations and curves of demand and supply, and it 
bears upon a very high degree of psychological transformation. We strongly believe that the insights depicted by 
behavioral economics, both theoretical and experimental, are prolific indicators of the chances of achieving a 
successful process at one point in time. The optimism is rooted in the concrete results showing valid correlation 
between consumption, materialism, wellbeing and happiness, enhancing some conclusions that we already know 
from popular wisdom: money neither brings happiness nor supports it after a certain threshold.  
Moreover, the awareness wave of behavioral implications lands over the intrinsic feeling that overconsumption 
society must be experimented as a natural phenomenon. A realistic assessment of its true nature requires an 
additional step of introspection and acceptation, usually giving birth to contradictory emotions between the 
individual ego and the consumer ego: we spend more than we plan, we contract unmanageable debts that we do not 
want to recognize and finally we ignore most of our moral conflicts in relations with consumption processes. 
Our further research will attempt to operationalize at a higher level the correlation between overconsumption 
society and the development of behavioral economics, departing from the particular case of the Romanian (still 
transitional) society.  
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